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Foreword by R. W. Green



‘Sugar and spice and all things nice’ is how poet Robert Southey described little girls in a nursery rhyme sometimes known as ‘What Are Little Boys Made Of?’. That rhyme is part of a longer poem about what pretty much everyone is made of. But ‘Sugar and spice and all things nice’ doesn’t sound much like Agatha Raisin, does it?


Agatha’s a grown woman, not a little girl, but you’d hope that some of the ‘all things nice’ might have stuck. Well, maybe it didn’t stick entirely. Some years ago, when M. C. Beaton (Marion) was talking to me about Agatha, she described her ace detective as being vain, short-tempered, jealous, selfish, demeaning and judgemental . . . but not so much that we’d ever hate her. Her greatest redeeming quality is that, ultimately, she has a heart of gold, and most of her less attractive character traits aren’t as horrendously bad as they might be. In fact, they’re just bad enough to allow her to say and do things that most of us would never dare. Marion always took great delight in letting Agatha say things she would have liked to say herself. Mind you, Marion wasn’t known for holding back. She’d speak her mind when she wanted to, but I know that she, just like most of the rest of us, suffered from the frustration of coming up with exactly what she should have said about an hour after she needed to have said it! Agatha suffers from no such affliction.


In Sugar and Spite, Agatha encounters three women whose friendship has turned from spice to spite, and the more she delves into their backgrounds, the more the darker side of their nature is revealed. Like Agatha, the three women are, of course, fictional characters, but some of their circumstances are very real. For example, they defend their ‘right to roam’ across a farmer’s land, which is a contentious issue in the UK, where most areas of countryside are owned by someone. There are areas of public or ‘common’ land but, in general, if you’re out in the countryside, the patch of ground you’re standing on belongs to somebody, somewhere.


Public access to privately owned land generally extends to mountains, moors and heathland, and usually excludes using any kind of vehicle. Walkers can hike across the land as long as they do so responsibly, and entering any fields or enclosures where there is livestock or crops under cultivation is usually forbidden.


Naturally, farmers are unhappy about ramblers appearing on their land. Such visitors often bring their dogs, and dogs will chase sheep, causing pregnant ewes to lose their unborn lambs or even die of heart failure, such is the stress caused by a dog – even one who just wants to play. People can also unwittingly spread disease, infecting livestock. Travel restrictions and the closure of public rights of way were imposed when the UK suffered a devastating outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in 2001.


Almost twenty years prior to the foot-and-mouth disaster, Britain’s farmers had to endure the spread of BSE (bovine spongiform encephalopathy), also known as ‘mad cow disease’, which resulted in the slaughter of four million cattle. It is, therefore, entirely understandable that farmers are reluctant to allow ramblers to go tromping across their land, potentially spreading infections from one farm to another. There probably wouldn’t have been any real problem, however, with access to the woods visited by the ‘twitchers’ in this story.


Twitchers are a real phenomenon, some saying that the term comes from these bird enthusiasts acting like small birds themselves, constantly alert and twitching, ready to race off when any sighting of a rare bird is reported. Unlike other birdwatchers, who will patiently and methodically observe, photograph, record and study their subjects, twitchers want to notch up the greatest number of sightings they possibly can. That’s why rumours of a magnolia warbler sighting in the woods prove irresistible to the twitchers in this story – only a handful have ever been recorded in the UK. A magnolia warbler in the Cotswolds would cause huge excitement.


The Cotswolds and the fictional village of Carsely are Agatha’s home territory. Unlike her previous adventure in Killing Time, when she visited Mallorca, in Sugar and Spite, Agatha stays close to home and it’s important that she does so. After all, even though it’s just a small village tucked away among woodlands, hills and fields, there’s always plenty happening in and around Carsely that requires Agatha’s detection skills! Carsely is very much part of the cast of characters in any Agatha Raisin tale – another thing that Marion always stressed. Other characters come and go, playing greater or lesser roles in Agatha’s adventures, but, no matter where else she travels in the UK or abroad, she will always come home to Carsely.


I hope you enjoy your latest visit to Carsely, too!


R. W. Green, 2025











What are little girls made of?


What are little girls made of?


Sugar and spice


And all things nice


That’s what little girls are made of


English poet Robert Southey, c.1820













Chapter One



‘Twitchers?’ Agatha Raisin frowned at her friend Margaret Bloxby, and instantly felt the dreaded wrinkles forming on her forehead and released her eyebrows so quickly she felt her ears twitch. There was that word again – twitch. What on earth were ‘twitchers’? She knew she should know. The word seemed familiar but it was filed too far back in her brain to fight its way forward, an intensely annoying state of affairs that had been afflicting her rather too often of late.


Twitchers – the word made her think of the disgustingly large bluebottle she’d seen dying on her kitchen floor earlier that morning. By the time she’d fetched the vacuum cleaner to get rid of it, it had disappeared. Her two cats, Boswell and Hodge, were sitting close to where the unfortunate bluebottle had been, both gazing up at her with wide, innocent eyes. Then Boswell licked his lips and she knew exactly where the bluebottle had gone. She’d returned the vacuum to its home in the little cupboard under the stairs and made a mental note not to stroke Boswell for the rest of the day, wary of witnessing the unsavoury return of a coughed-up, half-chewed, half-dead creature.


Half-dead creatures – that was the other thing ‘twitchers’ reminded her of. She’d been channel-flicking late one evening, trying to find something interesting to watch on TV, when she’d accidentally come across a zombie movie in which twitching, drooling, reanimated corpses were stumbling around only to be re-killed in the most gory, gruesome ways imaginable. Agatha had switched off the TV and instead curled up with a much-thumbed copy of The Detection Club’s The Floating Admiral accompanied by a large glass of Primitivo.


‘Yes, twitchers,’ Margaret replied. ‘At the Carsely Ladies Society meeting in the church hall this evening.’


That probably ruled out zombies. Agatha had attended many meetings of the Ladies Society, including a lecture on Capability Brown’s Cotswold landscapes, which she’d quite enjoyed, and one on the history of needlepoint, which she hadn’t. She’d once even given a talk to the combined ranks of the Carsely and Ancombe societies. While she’d seen a few of the most elderly attendees nod off for a bit and come dribbling back to life, she’d never witnessed anyone actually snuff it, return from the dead and lurch around the room twitching. Not that anyone had fallen asleep during her talk, of course. They’d all been fascinated by her stories about running her own private detective agency, Raisin Investigations. She knew that her tales of skulduggery, infidelity and murder, with the perpetrators’ names discreetly omitted, had given her unusually attentive audience weeks of delicious gossip over tea and custard creams as they speculated about the indentities of the swindlers, adulterers and killers. Not your average zombies, then.


‘Twitchers are birdwatchers, Agatha,’ Margaret explained, recognising the mildly perplexed look creeping onto her friend’s face despite Agatha’s attempts to disguise it. ‘I think the ones who take it most seriously should properly be called “birders”, but twitchers is the term that’s caught on.’


‘Yes, yes . . . I know that,’ Agatha said, nodding. It wasn’t a lie. Now that Margaret had told her, she most certainly did know. In fact, she’d known all along. She’d even posed as a twitcher not so long ago when she and her friend Roy Silver were checking out the grounds of an old mansion that belonged to a murder suspect. Having let the word slip her mind irritated her, and the fact that it wasn’t the first time it had happened recently was really beginning to annoy her, although she was determined not to let her temper get the better of her in front of Margaret. ‘I was only wondering whether it might be of any interest, really.’


Agatha took a sip of sherry from a crystal schooner then set it carefully back down in front of her. They were sitting in Margaret’s garden at a small, round, ornately moulded, white-painted metal table. Their white metal chairs were fashioned to the same design and Agatha was beginning to wish they had cushions. She was wearing a thin summer dress and could feel the chair’s swirling leaf motif slowly pressing its pattern into her buttocks. She shifted slightly to relieve the pressure and was dismayed when she immediately felt everything settle back into the same position.


The mild discomfort was easy to ignore when she took a moment to appreciate her surroundings. Margaret was married to Alf Bloxby, vicar to the Church of St Jude in Carsely, and this corner of the vicarage garden, a small patio just outside the kitchen door, was a real suntrap. They were sitting with their backs to a high stone wall that was all but invisible, shrouded in the dark green leaves of a clematis festooned with purple blooms as big as the span of Agatha’s hand. Flouncing frills of pink and orange trailing begonias tumbled from hanging baskets, while geraniums in pots and planters stretched perfectly round heads of red, white and pink blooms towards the sun. The air smelled sweet, the sherry was nicely chilled and, all in all, there were worse places to be on a late Friday afternoon.


‘Of course it will be of interest,’ Margaret assured her. ‘You’re always telling me that in your line of work you have to take an interest in all sorts of things to make sure you never miss a scrap of evidence, or to give you the best chance of being able to tell when someone’s lying to you.’


‘That’s true,’ Agatha agreed. She tapped her temple. ‘You store away an awful lot of information in here without even realising it’s there or knowing when you might need it. Then, when you do actually need it, it just sort of pops to the front of your head.’


Twitchers hadn’t, but most things still did.


‘You’re lucky,’ Margaret said, smiling. ‘My memory’s appalling. I’ve had to put my glasses on a string round my neck because I kept forgetting where I’d put them.’ She plucked at the string to illustrate her point. ‘And lately, I’ve found myself walking upstairs or into a room and I don’t have a clue why I went there. Not all of us have the sort of recall that’s made you so good at your job.’


‘Being a private detective is generally more about mundane hard work than flashes of inspiration,’ Agatha said. ‘It’s about ploughing through paperwork or staring at a computer screen to do background checks. It’s about sitting for hours in a car on a surveillance job, or spending forever on the phone trying to track down a missing person.’


‘That, I believe, is the sort of perseverance that makes a good twitcher!’ Margaret said, with what sounded suspiciously like a note of triumph. Agatha felt as though she’d played straight into her friend’s hands and Margaret pressed home her advantage. ‘You really should come along tonight, unless you’re out dancing again?’


Margaret’s gentle smile made it seem almost like she was teasing, something that Agatha tolerated from only two people and, if they were honest, neither of the two could ever be entirely sure they’d get away with it. Margaret was one of the daring duo of brave souls confident enough in their relationships with Agatha to risk suffering the full fury of the infamous Raisin temper. John Glass, a former detective inspector with Mircester Police, was the other.


‘John’s at a meeting in Southampton,’ Agatha explained. ‘He won’t get back to his place until late, so I won’t see him until tomorrow evening.’


‘How are things with you two? Is he still sweeping you round the dance floor and whisking you off to bed?’


‘Margaret!’ Agatha felt her frown returning. ‘I don’t think that’s the sort of question a respectable vicar’s wife should be asking!’


‘I’ll take that as a yes, then!’ Margaret said, laughing. ‘Don’t look so appalled, Agatha. We know each other far better than that. What’s John up to in Southampton? Not planning on sailing the high seas again, is he?’


‘Maybe,’ Agatha said, standing and stepping off to one side. She craned her neck to see out across the garden. ‘Is that a woodpecker on the grass?’


When Margaret turned to look for the bird, Agatha vigorously massaged her buttocks through her dress to dispel the leaf imprint.


‘Might have been,’ Margaret said. ‘There’s one pays us a visit now and again to pick bugs out of the lawn. You see, you are interested in birds! But don’t change the subject. Is your dancing policeman off on his travels again?’


‘Probably,’ Agatha said, with a heavy sigh. ‘He’s talking it through with the people from the cruise line he used to work for. I thought he’d got that wanderlust out of his system but I was with him when he took the call from them. They asked him to sign on as their dance instructor for a two-week trip to the Norwegian fjords. I saw the way his eyes lit up. Then he looked at me and all that sparkle faded.’


Agatha gently lowered herself back into the seat, trying to get the pattern in a different place. She failed.


‘He knew you didn’t want him to go.’


‘Of course he knew. He didn’t spend all those years as a police detective without learning how to read people. He knew I wasn’t happy about him going away again, but I told him he should go anyway. He spent years working as a policeman, which isn’t the most glamorous job, and now he deserves to be spending his time doing something that makes him happy. I’d have to be a real hard-hearted, miserable cow to deny him that.’


‘That’s not who you are.’


‘Not everyone would agree with you,’ Agatha said, standing once more to pace the patio. ‘The thing is, in my head part of me is screaming that if he wants to go off dancing on some boat rather than being with me, then he can go to hell and good riddance to him! If he’s not happy with me, then I don’t want him around!


‘On the other hand, I really do want him to be happy and I know I’m going to miss him and I can’t stand the thought that I’ll be missing him, worrying about him, thinking about him constantly!’ She raised her arms wide, then let them drop, her hands slapping her thighs in exasperation. ‘He’s only been gone a day and I know I’ll see him tomorrow, but he’s in my mind all the time. It’s scrambling my brain! What the hell is wrong with me?’


‘I’m not a doctor, Agatha, but I’ve seen these symptoms before. This is what happens when someone’s in love. You’ve fallen head over heels in love with John Glass!’


‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous!’ Agatha snapped. ‘I’m not some silly teenager with a crush on the boy with the dark eyes and wavy hair who works in the butcher’s shop!’


‘That really happened, didn’t it?’


‘Never you mind! I’m a grown woman. I’ve had lots of relationships with lots of men and . . .’


‘Well, as a respectable vicar’s wife, I—’ Margaret began, with a mischievous expression that was immediately dispelled by the look in Agatha’s bear-like eyes that simply said, Don’t push it.


‘. . . I don’t want to feel like this,’ Agatha went on. ‘I need to be able to think straight. I need to be . . . in control.’


Agatha sat down again, arranging herself sideways, across the pattern.


‘What you really need to do is to enjoy every moment you spend with John,’ Margaret advised, ‘and fill the time you’re apart with things that make you think of anything other than the fact he’s not there. I take it you’re not too busy at work right now?’


‘Busy enough,’ Agatha said. ‘We have regular requests from a number of businesses for background checks on potential employees, there are always law firms asking us to gather evidence in civil cases and the usual surveillance jobs for divorce cases, but they’re all things my team can handle with a little organisation and direction. I like to stay on top of everything, but there’s nothing too challenging on the books right now.’


‘No major crimes for you to get your teeth into . . . no murders.’


‘I don’t go out looking for that sort of thing, you know. They just seem to land at my feet.’


‘Well, if there’s nothing like that at your feet right now, what you should do is find something else to occupy your mind – something different. So how about the twitchers’ lecture this evening? I can promise you a glass of wine once it’s all over.’


‘Very well, Mrs Bloxby,’ Agatha said slowly, resigning herself to an evening in the church hall. She used the form of address preferred by the Ladies Society. The first-name terms she and Margaret used in private would be a dreadful breach of decorum in public for Carsley’s finest – most improper.


‘Jolly good, Mrs Raisin,’ Margaret replied, holding out her glass. ‘Here’s to an edifying experience with the twitchers this evening.’


They clinked glasses, finished their drinks and, when they stood to leave the garden, Margaret winced before using both hands to rub her backside.


‘I really must make cushions for those chairs,’ she said.


Just beyond the outskirts of Mircester, on the road to Carsely, so well hidden in a shallow hollow behind roadside trees and hedges that anyone driving past would hardly notice they were there, stood a small development of modern bungalows called Tweeting Bottom. These were not the kind of mellow Cotswold stone cottages for which the area is famous, but neat, brick-built houses under tiled roofs, sitting behind tidy front lawns. Sensible cars were parked in the short driveways adjacent to the lawns, but never on the road that circled the central green. The green itself was like a small meadow, where a variety of grasses thrived alongside white flowerheads of wild carrot, delicate petals of sticky mouse-ear and the sunny yellow blossoms of meadow buttercups and lady’s bedstraw.


No one who ever actually spotted the turn-off to the cul-de-sac and ventured in, either out of curiosity or by mistake, lingered longer than it took to loop the green and drive straight back out again. They quickly developed the uncomfortable, creepy feeling they were being watched, and they were right. Unseen eyes observed vigilantly from behind startlingly white net curtains, noting every delivery, tradesman or visitor, so keen were the residents to preserve the tranquil sanctity of Tweeting Bottom and guard against unwelcome interlopers.


The guardians of the Bottom were undoubtedly watching when three ladies, all somewhere in their sixties, gathered beside a large, black car parked obtrusively on the road outside number 12 – Miss Feldrake’s house. One of the women was a head taller than the other two, with curly black hair and a generous figure that stretched her tweed jacket and skirt enough to test the quality of the robust tailoring. The second was of slimmer build, with long, grey hair pulled back in a ponytail, a pleasant, round face and dark eyes. She was dressed in jeans and a dark blue cotton jacket over a simple white T-shirt. The last of the three was similar in build to the woman in the blue jacket but had brown, shoulder-length hair, a long, elegant nose and a mouth that seemed a little too low on her chin. She wore walking shorts and a military-style waistcoat with many pockets. This was Joan Feldrake.


‘You’re not seriously bringing all that stuff, are you?’ Stella Smart, the tweedy woman, scowled at the collection of black holdalls accumulating by the tailgate of her car. Feldrake returned the scowl, having expected some sort of comment.


‘Yes, I am!’ she responded vigorously. ‘We will need the projector screen and its stand as well as the projector and its stand if we are to show the audience photos of all the birds you claim to know so much about.’ She reached down to pick up what looked like a small briefcase. ‘We need my laptop to send the photos to the projector; then there are the cameras, tripods, lenses—’


‘Must you really show off that ridiculous long lens?’ Smart interrupted. ‘You can hardly lift a camera with that attached.’


‘I get great results with that lens!’ argued Feldrake.


‘When you tried to photograph that corncrake last week, you got five shots of the ground and two of an empty branch after the bird had, quite literally, flown.’


‘Utter nonsense! I doubt the bird was even there. No one actually saw it except you. They’re extremely rare around here, and you wouldn’t know a corncrake from a cornflake!’


‘Does it really matter how much stuff Joan wants to bring?’ asked the third woman, with a plaintive sigh. Mary Carstairs had heard her friends bicker like this more times than she cared to remember. ‘You bought a new car the size of a funeral barge, Stella. It’s not as if you don’t have room.’


‘Yes, I bought the car, Mary!’ Smart snapped. ‘You two couldn’t whistle up enough cash to buy a bus ticket between you!’


‘Neither of us was lucky enough to be left a fortune by an aunt we barely knew!’ Feldrake replied.


‘I ran a successful business for years and—’ Smart said, stabbing a finger in Feldrake’s direction to make her point before being cut off.


‘For goodness’ sake, let’s just load up and get going,’ Carstairs said, ‘otherwise we’ll run out of time for setting up in the hall.’


Smart pressed a button on her key fob and the tailgate rose automatically. She then strutted round to the driver’s door, climbing behind the wheel and leaving the others to load the gear. Feldrake and Carstairs lifted the bags into the car then jumped back as Smart promptly closed the tailgate at the flick of a switch without leaving her seat. Feldrake took the passenger seat and Carstairs sat in the back. Silence reigned on the short drive to Carsely, especially after Feldrake reached forward to switch on the radio only to have her hand slapped away by Smart.


They turned off the main road onto the route that took them downhill into the dappled shade of an avenue of trees, arriving in the village of Carsely a few minutes later. They had almost reached St Jude’s Church Hall when Carstairs spotted a woman walking up the garden path to the vicarage. She was sure she recognised her. The woman had a glossy bob of brown hair and was wearing a green, leaf-patterned silk blouse with white trousers that draped over her white high heels, contriving to make her legs seem longer than they really were.


‘Who’s that?’ Carstairs piped up. ‘Don’t we know her?’


‘The one in the bloody awful blouse?’ asked Smart.


‘Yes, Stella,’ said Feldrake snidely. ‘Since she’s the only other person in sight, I’d say that’s who we’re supposed to be looking at.’


Smart shot Feldrake a sharp look and curled her lip.


‘That’s Agatha Raisin,’ Carstairs said, clapping her hands together as if to congratulate herself on matching the face to a name. ‘You know – the detective! I wonder if she’s coming to our talk tonight.’


‘Seems a bit overdressed for a church hall in Carsely,’ Smart said, sniffing. ‘An old hen in fancy chic feathers.’


‘Better plumage than you could ever get away with,’ Feldrake said, laughing.


‘Please stop bickering, you two,’ Carstairs pleaded. ‘Let’s just concentrate on this evening’s talk so it all goes smoothly. We can’t do that if we’re at each other’s throats constantly!’


Agatha approached the vicarage door carrying her handbag over her arm along with a pashmina of rich, dark green trimmed with delicate gold embroidery in a pattern of swirling leaves. The evening was still warm, having even grown rather humid, but she knew from experience that the old church hall could be chilly, so having the shawl to drape over her shoulders seemed prudent. She noticed the large black car pulling up outside the hall. She was a little too early for the Ladies Society talk and assumed that, since the car was also early, it was probably the twitchers. Two of the car’s three occupants began unloading various items, supervised by the third.


Agatha made to grasp the door knocker and paused. Despite having clunked the brass ring against the old wooden door’s striking plate on countless previous visits, she realised for the first time that it was held in the mouth of a placid, yet powerful-looking lion. Having noticed the lion, she now became captivated by it. The lion’s head looked far more noble than either of her two cats could ever manage, but just as she reached out a finger to stroke its nose, the door was flung open and she found herself pointing straight into the face of the Reverend Alfred Bloxby. He jumped back, spluttering in surprise.


‘Mrs Raisin . . . I . . . I . . .’ he stammered. Agatha knew that Margaret’s husband didn’t approve of their friendship, believing her to be an unhealthy influence on his wife. He had a point. Agatha and Margaret had found themselves in some tricky situations together, once even facing up to a gunman. And who could forget when Margaret had almost died, accidentally shot with an arrow intended for Agatha? It was little wonder the vicar referred to Agatha as ‘that dreadful woman’, and hardly a shock to her when she inevitably found out he did so. Listening to loose talk was part of her business, and gossip had a way of finding her ear, often lured with a cash reward. Yet, no matter what he said about her, Agatha could hardly treat Alf Bloxby as she would any other adversary. A blast of her ferocious temper or a smack in the mouth would not be appropriate. He was a vicar, after all, and, even more importantly, Margaret’s husband. He meant the world to Margaret, so Agatha always tried her best to waltz carefully around the vicar, wearing her softest, most diplomatic dancing shoes. She was, however, a far better dancer than diplomat.


‘I was admiring the lion’s head,’ she said, lowering her finger like a gunslinger holstering his six-shooter, determined to try to make polite conversation no matter how awkward it might feel. ‘It . . . um . . . seems a little odd for someone like you – a gentle, peace-loving Christian, I mean – to have such a ferocious creature on the front door.’


‘Not at all,’ he replied, composing himself. ‘Several of the saints are associated with lions, including Daniel, of course, and Jesus was known as the Lion of Judah and . . . but . . . but I really must get on. I was just leaving and I’m in rather a hurry.’


Clearly, the vicar found the encounter every bit as uncomfortable as she did, and with that, he scurried off towards his car. Margaret then appeared in the vicarage doorway.


‘I see you bumped into Alf,’ she said.


‘I almost poked him in the eye,’ Agatha explained.


‘Oh dear! Was it something he said?’


‘No, he didn’t . . . I was just about to . . .’ Agatha waved her hand as if to erase her explanation and pointed towards the black car outside the church hall. ‘He was fine. I think the twitchers have arrived.’


The two friends made their way towards the church hall, where Feldrake and Carstairs were carrying bags inside while Smart held the door open. By the time they caught up with the three women, they were unpacking equipment on the small stage at the front of the hall.


Margaret introduced Agatha and Carstairs stepped forward to shake hands, but Smart pushed in front of her, grasping Agatha’s hand in a crushing grip.


‘So happy to see you here, Mrs Raisin,’ she said, brimming with false geniality. ‘We had no idea you were interested in birds.’


‘Oh, I’m interested in all sorts of things,’ Agatha replied, retrieving her hand and flexing her fingers. ‘Some of your equipment, for example, looks very familiar.’


‘Yes, I never go anywhere without these,’ Smart said, holding up a very large pair of binoculars in her left hand, putting them to her eyes and aiming at the exposed roof beams. ‘Rather a lot of cobwebs up there, Mrs Bloxby.’


‘Yes, I’ve used binoculars many times,’ Agatha said, then pointed to a smaller device Feldrake had just unzipped from its case, ‘but I’ve never seen one of those before. What is that, Miss Feldrake?’


‘It’s a monocular,’ Feldrake explained. ‘Binoculars can be a bit unwieldy, particularly if you’re also carrying a camera with a long lens.’


‘Those can be very cumbersome,’ Agatha agreed, ‘especially if you’re trying to shoot from a car, as I often am.’


‘The monocular is light and compact,’ Feldrake said, handing it to Agatha. ‘It gives good magnification and you can even clip your phone to it to grab photos you might otherwise miss.’


‘Really? I’ve used a little telescope in the past but this is way better. I must get one of these.’ Agatha scanned the room but stopped when Smart appeared in the eyepiece, blurred from her close proximity.


‘Well, I’m sticking with the binoculars,’ Smart said with a smug smile. ‘I’ve spotted more different species of birds with these than anyone else in the whole of the Cotswolds.’


‘So you say,’ Carstairs said quietly, ‘but we’ve only your word for most of those sightings, haven’t we?’


Smart turned to Carstairs with a flash of anger in her eyes but Margaret intervened before another word could be said.


‘How about some tea?’ she offered. ‘Can I tempt you with a strawberry tart as well, or would you prefer to wait until the ladies begin to arrive? They’re all far better bakers than me and they always bring the most delicious cakes.’


Margaret led them past the rows of folding chairs she had laid out earlier that day to where a long table, resplendent in a gleaming white cloth, proudly displayed dozens of white cups with saucers, three multi-tiered cake stands crammed with strawberry tarts, jugs of milk, boxes of tea bags and a tall, stainless-steel hot-water urn.


Agatha draped her pashmina over her shoulders and followed the twitchers, listening to them hiss at each other under their breath. She didn’t need her detective’s observational skills or even a twinkle of inspiration to recognise the atmosphere of animosity between the three. Never mind the lecture on watching birds, watching the lecturers snipe at each other every chance they got promised to make this a hugely entertaining evening.


Agatha accepted a cup of tea but declined a strawberry tart. Hungry though she was, and as delicious as the tarts looked, her white trousers and the gooey deliciousness of the tart filling, some of which she could see forming a creeping red dribble at the corner of Miss Smart’s mouth, were a recipe for disaster. Yet the tarts were seriously tempting. She distracted herself by observing the members of the Carsely Ladies Society beginning to drift into the hall. Some wore pale blue or pink cardigans, some wore loose summer tops, some wore both. Rain was forecast, although not until tomorrow afternoon, yet there were older women taking no chances in light summer raincoats that reached to just above the knee and buttoned all the way down the front, making them look like school dinner ladies from a bygone era, which they might well have been. Some of the slightly more daring, slightly younger women sported short rain jackets that scarcely reached below their hips. There were a few familiar faces but none Agatha knew particularly well.


They all greeted each other politely and made lively conversation about children, grandchildren and the scandal of the day – the fact that the man with the fish van hadn’t appeared in the village that afternoon as he normally did. Tinned salmon just wasn’t the same, was it? Agatha heard one woman describe how her husband had come home from work only to be told she couldn’t give him his usual Friday-night home-made fish and chips because she hadn’t had time to get to the supermarket for cod fillets. He had stormed off to the Red Lion, and the slight alcohol-induced flush in her cheeks was evidence that she had followed the storm to join him there.


Sponges, muffins and scones appeared on the table alongside the cake stands, Margaret producing a stack of paper plates and plastic forks. More ladies than Agatha had ever seen at a society meeting filed in, many immediately recognising her, and she was obliged to field a barrage of questions that ranged from ‘Does a lost cat count as a missing person?’ and ‘How can I find out how much my husband squanders in the Red Lion?’ to ‘Do you think the fish man’s been murdered?’ Then she finally spotted a face she recognised – Doris Simpson, her cleaning lady.


‘Hello, Mrs Raisin,’ Doris said cheerfully. ‘Fancy meeting you here!’


‘I could say the same,’ Agatha said, ‘but it’s so nice to see a friendly face. I didn’t know you were interested in birdwatching.’


‘I’m not,’ Doris said, smoothing her white hair and patting its bun while leaning in close to whisper, ‘and neither’s most of the others here tonight.’


‘Really?’ Agatha said, also lowering her voice despite the din of chatter echoing around the hall. ‘Why is there such a good turnout then?’


‘They’ve not come to hear about birds,’ Doris chuckled. ‘They’ve come to catch up on all the best gossip and to see if those three,’ she pointed subtly towards the three twitchers now joining Margaret on the stage, ‘can get through the evening without having an almighty row!’


‘I can believe that,’ Agatha agreed. ‘They were snarling at each other like angry cats earlier. Hardly the best of friends.’


‘Oh, but that’s the funniest thing of all, Mrs Raisin!’ Doris laughed. ‘They are the best of friends – have been since they were at school!’


Doris bustled off for a tea refill and a strawberry tart as the ladies took their seats. Agatha sat in the back row, where none of the seats had been taken, in order to avoid attracting any more attention, and Margaret took centre stage to introduce Miss Smart, Miss Feldrake and Miss Carstairs.


‘This evening, I will be telling you about some of the many, many different species of birds I have observed,’ Smart said, taking over from Margaret. ‘I’ve most certainly spotted more birds than anyone in . . .’


‘Her imagination,’ Feldrake said in a loud stage whisper, rolling her eyes. Smart glowered at her and Carstairs raised a hand to cover a smile.


‘. . . than anyone in the region,’ Smart went on. ‘Miss Carstairs will explain a little about where you can best spot different types of birds in the local area, and Miss Feldrake has taken a few snaps to try to show what we’re talking about. Sorry if they’re a bit fuzzy . . .’


Margaret dimmed the lights and Carstairs stepped forward to explain about what to look for in different environments of open fields, meadows, wetlands and woodlands around Carsely. Agatha felt her tummy rumble and finally gave in to the temptation of the strawberry tarts, taking advantage of the lights going down to dart across to the table to grab a tart on a paper plate. She had just settled back into her seat and lifted the tart to her mouth, about to take a bite, when she heard what she thought was the hall door closing. She looked round and saw the merest whisper of movement in the shadows by the cloakroom. Lowering the tart carefully back onto its plate, she parked it on the seat next to her and stared into the cloakroom’s murky recess, but could see nothing. Maybe her imagination was playing tricks on her. She switched her focus back to the stage.


‘This photograph,’ Carstairs said, motioning Feldrake to change the photo showing on the screen, ‘was taken just a few days ago—’


‘On my land!’ boomed a voice from the back of the hall. Agatha, along with most of the Carsely Ladies, turned to see a tall man step out of the shadows by the cloakroom. Margaret reacted instantly, reaching for the light switches. All the hall lights flickered into life, as did a few of the ladies dozing in the audience. The man had the dark, lined skin of someone who had spent a lifetime working outdoors and a shaggy crop of black hair. He looked, Agatha guessed, to be in his early fifties and was ruggedly handsome. He pointed to the screen, and then to the three women on stage.


‘You’ve been trespassing again!’ he growled. ‘I already told you lot not to go tromping over my fields! Well, I won’t tell you again! If I catch any of you anywhere on my land in future, you’re for it!’


‘For what, exactly?’ Smart said, squaring her substantial shoulders and glaring out at him from the stage. ‘We have a right to roam – it’s the law! You can’t own the countryside. It’s for everyone to enjoy!’


‘You’ve no right to roam over my land!’ The growl turned to a roar. ‘Stay away, or you’ll regret it!’


‘And what are you going to do?’ Feldrake stood at Smart’s shoulder. ‘Blast us with your shotgun? We’re not helpless little creatures, you know. We’re not like all the rabbits, pigeons and pheasants you shoot!’


‘Joan’s right!’ yelled Carstairs, stepping forward to stand with her friends and shaking her fist. ‘You can’t just mow us down like you do those poor birds. We won’t stand for it! We can look after ourselves!’


Agatha admired the way the three women had suddenly gone from squabbling like teenagers to standing firm together. They looked like a slightly greying squad of vigilante pensioners. The heads in the audience were turning in unison from the stage to the angry man and back again, as if watching an ill-tempered tennis match. If they’d come hoping for an entertaining quarrel, they wouldn’t be disappointed, and they seemed as impressed with the twitchers’ response as Agatha was. The man at the back of the hall, however, was completely unperturbed.


‘Is that so?’ he said. His voice was now quiet, yet filled the room with a menace that rumbled like distant thunder. ‘You people are a disease. Final warning. Set foot on my land again and I’ll exterminate you like vermin!’


He turned, flung open the hall’s heavy oak door as though brushing aside a wind-blown leaf and strode out into the fading evening light. A still hush descended over the hall. Agatha rose from her seat, trotting over to the door to take another look at the man, but caught no more than a glimpse of him disappearing behind some parked cars further up the high street. She closed the door and sat down again, immediately feeling a strange sensation. Then every muscle in her body froze.


‘More tea, anyone?’ Margaret asked with forced merriment, walking past the rows of silent ladies towards Agatha. ‘Do, please, help yourselves, then we can get back to our talk.’


A murmur of conversation swiftly swelled to a clamour that filled the room, the Carsely Ladies Society finding its voice again, quickly establishing from those in the know exactly who the man had been and then circulating dark yarns about his past misdemeanours. By the time they all crowded round the refreshments table, the most contemptible stories had evolved into truly abominable tales and even more salacious, probably slanderous, accounts were being discussed. He was a farmer, but he lived alone on his isolated farm. Why was he trying to keep people away? What did he get up to out there where no one could see him? What secrets was he hiding?


‘Mrs Raisin,’ Margaret said, approaching Agatha with a look of concern and crouching beside her, ‘you look a little out of sorts. Is everything all right?’


‘Help me, Margaret!’ Agatha whispered desperately. ‘I can’t move!’
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